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“Sick Women” of East Asia:
The Introduction of Western Obstetrics to Canton and Hong Kong
in the Late Qing

David J. Kang*

Abstract

Since the seventeenth century, Western medicine emphasized the
“imperfect” or “pathologized” female body; in this framework, childbirth
became increasingly medicalized due to its high risks. The concept of
“medicalized childbirth” was introduced to China via medical missionaries in
the nineteenth century. This article compares how Western obstetrics was
introduced to Canton and Hong Kong. Western medicine was introduced to
China via Canton, while Hong Kong became a British colony after the
Opium War. Despite the different political situations, Western medicine
became an important tool of and rationale for Western imperialism.
Obstetrics, however, was a rather unproductive category. In order to
overcome both cultural and gender boundaries, Western physicians had to
make compromises in the areas of “gender politics” and “medical space” in
order for Western obstetrics to become a feasible option for Chinese families.
The process allowed women to receive medical training in Europe and the
United States, as well as opportunities for these women to work overseas.
Chinese women were also given the chance to work in the medical sphere as

female doctors and nurses.

Keywords: history of obstetrics, history of medicine, gender history,

history of Hong Kong, Canton Hospital
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